Abstract. The size and usage level of labour resources co-determine the economic potential and strength. The above aspect is particularly important in Polish rural areas, which remain affected by side effects of the economic transformation. The purpose of this paper is to analyse the evolution of the size and usage levels of labour resources related to Polish rural areas after Poland's accession to the EU, compared to earlier figures.
Introduction
The size and usage level of labour resources co-determine the economic potential and strength.
In addition to land and capital, labour is one of the three classic productive inputs. Therefore, what matters for economic growth and development is the size as well as the quality and usage level of labour resources. That problem becomes particularly important in less developed areas, which often remain affected by side effects of the economic transformation and by the resulting surplus of unused labour resources: the unemployed, inactive and inefficient employees (which means those formally employed whose labour fails to provide economic benefits: this situation is referred to as 'hidden unemployment').
Polish countryside is one of these areas. This results from the historical background, which is different from any other European country. Polish rural areas continue to be adversely affected by the fragmentation of farmland and by the absorption of overstaffing originating from nonagricultural sectors. The rural population is less educated than their urban peers; and the distance from economic and industrial centres makes it difficult for them to compete in the non-agricultural labour market (Kolodziejczak and Wysocki, 2015) . Therefore, the agriculture sector remains the primary employer for the Polish rural population. Another difference between Polish and other European rural areas is the important size of labour resources.
The purpose of this paper is to analyse the evolution of the size and usage levels of labour resources related to Polish rural areas after Poland's accession to the EU, compared to earlier figures.
The analysis was based on data from the Central Statistical Office of the Republic of Poland, the EUROSTAT database and the relevant literature. The subject matter of this study is labour resources in Polish rural areas seen in the context of demographic trends and economic developments. The study period extends from 2002 to 2050.
Research results and discussion
In Poland, 1989 marked the start of dynamic structural changes to the economy, which particularly impacted the agricultural sector. At the same time, the demographic and social situation was also changing. New labour resources started to emerge in the market (as the 1980s baby-boomers reached the age of economic activity). That process coincided with a considerable reduction of jobs on a countrywide basis. It resulted in a wave of redundancies and professional deactivation while making it difficult to find a job for the most disadvantaged population: young inexperienced persons living outside the largest cities and those approaching retirement (Socha i Sztanderska, 2002; Tyrowicz, 2011; Sobolewska-Wegrzyn, 2012; Karwat-Wozniak and Chmielinski, 2013; Kolodziejczak and Wysocki, 2015) . The unused surplus of labour was deactivated with institutional tools (early retirement, bridging programs for the elderly, especially those employed in mining and industry). Also, the young population was encouraged to continue their education rather than look for a job. Those who could not be permanently or temporarily deactivated as described above remained unemployed after losing their jobs. Because the number of jobs either decreased or grew slowly, structural unemployment became the dominating type of unemployment. This was an almost insurmountable obstacle, decreasing slightly in periods of higher GDP growth and growing over economic downturn periods (Socha and Sztanderska, 2002 ).
Having lost their jobs due to winding-up of restructured industrial plants, some of the rural population who had migrated to cities in the 1970s and 1980s returned to their family farms located in rural areas. This exacerbated the pre-existing overstaffing of individual farms while strengthening their social function (Kolodziejczak and Wysocki, 2015) . In the long run, the key thing is no longer to use the surplus labour but rather to look for ways to offset the shortfalls in labour (Kolodziejczak and Wysocki, 2015) .
The rural population has always had a significant (though varying over time) share in the Polish population. In 1946, the rural population was a majority, with a share of 68.2 % in the total Polish population (Table 1 ). In 2002, it was the opposite: the rural population had a share of 38.2 % in the total country's population. In 1946-2002, the Polish population grew by 59.8 %, from 23 930 000 to 38.230.000. Over that period, the rural population decreased by 1 489 000 (9.2 %). However, in 2017, the rural population (15 317 000) was greater than in 2002 and represented 39.9 % of the total national population. As forecasted by the Central Statistical Office, the Polish population will reduce by 1 892 000 over the 2017-2035 period. This will be particularly noticeable in urban areas, which will lose 2 107 000 inhabitants (9.1 %). Over that period, the rural population will grow by 127 000 (0.8 %) to represent 42.3 % of the national population. In the next period, by 2050, the Polish population will reduce by 4 418 000 compared to 2017 (11.5 % of the 2017 population). The depopulation will mainly affect the cities, which will lose 4 226 000 inhabitants (18.2 %), compared to a population loss of barely 192 000 (1.3 %) in rural areas. In 2050, 44.5 % of the Polish population will live in rural areas; because of a higher fertility rate, the rural population will be younger and more mobile than urban residents (Population projection, 2014). Therefore, it should be concluded that Polish rural areas demonstrate a high population potential, which means large labour resources. Over time, their potential will become increasingly important for the entire country, especially considering the progressing urban depopulation. Table 2 shows the characteristics of the population aged 15 or more, i.e. individuals included in actual (economically active) and potential (economically inactive) labour resources 1 . What should be noted first, is the fact that the size of this group decreases in urban areas while growing in rural areas, as a natural consequence of demographic trends presented in Table 1 . Throughout the 2002-2016 period, the reasons for these developments were the higher demographic growth rate in rural areas compared to cities, and the increasingly noticeable suburbanization of areas located next to big urban centres. Thus, the general growth of the rural population did not mean the perpetuation of a typically rural and agricultural nature of these areas. Neither did it protect the country's poorest and remotest territories against depopulation. Note also that because of suburbanization, some of the rural residents are commuters professionally linked to cities. For them, rural areas mean a place of residence where they can find peace and better quality of living than in cities they migrated from (Kajdanek, 2011 ).
In the initial years of the study period, the economy was still severely affected by the reduction of jobs due to economic transformation and restructuring of many activities, primarily including the industry, mining and state-owned agricultural land. Later, the urban and rural population's professional situation was steadily improving. This was reflected by the consistent increase of the economic activity rate and employment rate, and by the declining unemployment rate ( Table 2 ).
The economically inactive population was declining in urban areas while slightly growing in rural areas. Poland's accession to the Table 2 1 The relevant literature usually assumes that the economically active population represent the labour resources while the inactive population remain outside these resources (Begg et al., 1992 ). When adopting a slightly different approach, it may be assumed that the economically active population are the active labour resources while the inactive population are inactive (potential) resources (which, however, could become active under specific circumstances) (Kolodziejczak and Wysocki 2015). Also, the group of potential labour resources could be identified which consists of unemployed and economically inactive people. In turn, Krynska (2006) defines potential labour resources as the entire working-age population. The European Union in 2004 was the starting point for improvements in the labour market.
What also should be noted is the gradual equalization of the economic activity rates and employment rates in urban and rural areas. At the beginning of the study period, the rural population was characterized by slightly higher economic activity rates. However One of the major problems affecting the rural labour resources is the excessive employment in agriculture (Frenkel, 2003; Kolodziejczak, 2011; Frenkel, 2013) . In Poland, the share of agricultural employees in the total population employed in the national economy was 11.5 % in 2014, which is more than twice as high as the EU-27 average level (5 %). As regards this ratio, Usually, the farming population demonstrated higher employment ratios and lower unemployment levels. Also, they were less vulnerable to economic deactivation than non-farmers (Table 3) . Note, however, that a part of the farming population could stop their work with no detrimental effects on production outcomes. This means hidden unemployment, which tends to decrease over time as the number of non-agricultural jobs grows (Frenkel, 2003 , Kolodziejczak, 2016 . In 2002, with a share of 58.5 %, the farming population represented the majority of economically active rural residents (11.512.000). By 2017, that share decreased to 31.4 % (3.826.000; by 27.1 percentage points) of the total farming population. This significantly impacted the professional situation of both the farming and non-farming population. As it may be noticed, in 2017, there was less non-farming unemployed and much more employed people than in 2002.
This could primarily result from economic deactivation (in the study period, the economically inactive non-farming population increased by 2 061 000 individuals; this was largely caused by the impact of demographic factors and by the retirement of farmers). At the same time, the rural farming population improved their professional situation. In this group as well, the unemployment figures went down and (unlike in the non-farming population) so did the number of economically inactive individuals.
In the study period, women had a lower share in the employed group than men (Table 3) handle physically demanding tasks and operate the machinery); the option not to declare farming employment by women families (Kolodziejczak and Wysocki, 2015) . Note also that for many women, it is economically unviable to take up a job. This means cases where the expected income is lower or slightly higher than the costs involved in taking up the job. After considering the increase of living costs related to employment; children care; time lost; and the partial loss of social benefits, it may turn out that the woman's job fails to provide any material benefits for the household.
Conclusions
1) Polish rural areas have a significant population potential and strong labour resources. Over time, their potential will become increasingly important for the entire country, especially considering the progressing urban depopulation.
2) The reasons behind the growth of rural population were the higher demographic growth rate in rural areas compared to cities, and the progressive suburbanization of areas located next to big urban centres. The above does not mean the perpetuation of a typically rural and agricultural nature of rural areas. Neither does it protect the country's poorest and remotest territories against depopulation. Because of suburbanization, some of the rural residents are commuters professionally linked to cities. For them, rural areas mean a place of residence where they can find peace and better quality of living than in cities they migrated from.
3) In the next years covered by this study, the urban and rural population's professional situation was steadily improving. This was reflected by the consistent increase of the economic activity rate and employment rate, and by the declining unemployment rate.
4) At the beginning of the study period, the rural population demonstrated slightly higher economic activity rates than the urban population. Over time, as the economy was getting better, that difference was reduced to zero. A similar reduction of disparities may be observed when it comes to employment rates. The matter of major importance for the growth of employment and reduction of unemployment was the growing number of jobs resulting from economic development following Poland's accession to the European Union.
5) Usually, the farming population demonstrated higher employment ratios and lower unemployment levels. Also, they were less vulnerable to economic deactivation than nonfarmers. Note, however, that a part of the farming population could stop their work with no detrimental effects on production outcomes. This means hidden unemployment which tends to decrease over time as the number of non-agricultural jobs grows. 
